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4
Brown
Nitasha Tamar Sharma

“Brown” is a term from 11th- century Old English 

(brun) and Middle English (broun) referring to a color, 

meaning “duskiness, gloom.” With regard to people, 

the Oxford English Dictionary describes a brown person 

as “having the skin of a brown or dusky colour: as a 

racial characteristic.” “Brown”’s work as an adjective 

(“brown bird”), verb (“to brown”), and noun parallels 

its references to multiple groups of people, including 

those from Africa, Asia, Europe, the Pacific, and Latin 

America. Given that many people have “brown” skin, 

“Brown” of course refers to much more than skin color 

and phenotype: like the terms “Black” (used to refer to 

people of African descent), “Yellow” (often referring 

to East Asians), and “Red” (indigenous peoples of the 

Americas), it refers not to a thing or person as much 

as to the processes through which these are given 

meaning.

The unsettled and untethered uses of “Brown” illus-

trate the ambiguity and contestation that define its his-

tory. “Yellow” is often the expected terminology with 

which to discuss Asian Americans, as it has long been 

the American referent for the “Yellow peril” formerly 

known as “Orientals.” The U.S. conflation of Asia with 

East Asia arises from immigration histories and geopo-

litical relations. The Chinese and Japanese were the first 

to arrive in substantial numbers, followed by Filipinos 

and South Asians, who were also considered “Asiat-

ics,” albeit Brown ones. Under the umbrella of “Brown,” 

members of various ethnicities (e.g., Filipinos, Indians, 

Pakistanis) arrived with distinct colonial and military 

histories and cultures that shaped their ethnic politics 

and experiences in the United States. For instance, Vijay 

Prashad highlights how Orientalists developed a domi-

nant conception of South Asians, or desis— the “Brown” 

in his title The Karma of Brown Folk— as neither White 

nor Black others who are viewed by Americans through 

the lenses of spirituality and culture vis- à- vis British 

colonization. The direct colonial and military history 

of U.S.- Philippine relations, on the other hand, shaped 

Filipinos’ distinct earlier legal status as U.S. nationals 

(rather than as aliens ineligible for citizenship) who 

were viewed as a sexual- economic threat. Brown and 

Yellow Asians, therefore, have been racialized as per-

petual foreigners, outsiders to the nation. Their social 

locations are to be understood in relation to the founda-

tional Black- White binary rooted in U.S. slavery and to 

indigeneity. As a racial category forged through racialist 

ideologies and colonization, Brown often reflects the in-

termediary hierarchal position of those who are neither 

Black nor (fully) White.

The institutions of science and law have defined 

who and what is Brown through categorizing and fix-

ing populations to justify colonialism abroad and ex-

clusion at home. At the turn of the 19th century, race 

scientists such as Johann Friedrich Blumenbach referred 

to people from Southeast Asia and the Pacific, includ-

ing Filipinos, as belonging to the “Malay” or “Brown” 

race. During the 1900s, White colonialists distinguished 

themselves from their Filipino and Indian subjects. Fili-

pinos in the Philippines and the U.S. were bestialized as 

“Brown monkeys” and South Asians were patronized, as 

they were by the British, as “little Brown brothers” and 

“Brown cousins.” U.S. courts used Blumenbach’s tax-

onomy of five races when they added “Malay” to the 

list of races prohibited from marrying Whites, further 

distinguishing Brown Malays from Yellow Mongolians. 
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Yet law and science have often disregarded one another. 

The Supreme Court case United States v. Thind (1923) 

shifted the categorization of South Asians from “Cau-

casian” (and therefore legally “White”) to non- White 

(and thus Brown), upon which they became “aliens in-

eligible for citizenship.”

The ambiguous and shifting nature of this term con-

tinues to reveal tensions and alliances across groups. 

Some populations that fall within the umbrella of 

“Asian American” identify with “Brown” to distinguish 

themselves from Whites as well as East Asians and yet 

they may be misrecognized as Latino or assumed to be 

Muslims. In late- 20th- century U.S. popular representa-

tions, “Brown” referred to Latinos and more specifically 

to Mexicans in the Southwest. Hernandez (2010) pro-

poses “Mexican Brown” as a conceptual and rhetorical 

tool that reflects the racial lumping of a denigrated caste 

of Mexican migrants who have been constructed as “il-

legal” noncitizens. Since 9/11, both the Wars on Terror 

and the Arab Spring have shifted yet again the always- 

under- construction lines of “Brown,” so that it now 

refers to people from the Middle East and North Africa 

and more broadly to the religion of Islam. That these 

multiple populations representing transnational geog-

raphies identify with the same word does not mean they 

identify with each other as belonging to a single “race.” 

Thus, “Brown” as a reference to a people’s phenotype, 

like “Black,” is not merely descriptive or U.S. based— it 

is political and global.

The rise of subfields in Asian American studies has 

led to an interrogation of the heterogeneity and hier-

archies of knowledge production within the field. Since 

the 1990s, Filipino American (Tiongson et al. 2006), 

Southeast Asian (Schlund- Vials 2012a), South Asian 

American (Prashad 2000; Prashad 2002), and Pacific 

Island studies (Camacho 2011) scholars have expanded 

Asian American studies. These subfields highlight the 

deeply local yet diasporic formations of Brownness and 

the relational dynamics among communities of color 

across territorial boundaries. Events since the millen-

nium have encouraged these scholars to consider the 

locations and intersections of Asian Americans with 

Arab and Muslim Americans as fellow subjects of U.S. 

empire and militarization (Maira and Shihade 2006). 

Other scholars have drawn intellectual and ethno-

graphic links between Brown and Black populations 

that illustrate models of interminority solidarity. Schol-

ars in Asian American studies have expanded upon Paul 

Gilroy’s (1993) diasporic notion of the Black Atlantic in 

their attention to queer and female subjectivity forma-

tion (Gopinath 2005) and racio- religious terror (Rana 

2002) within South Asian diaporas. Critical histories 

(Fujino 2005; Fujino 2012) have articulated the impacts 

of Black struggles (e.g., Brown v. BOE, 1954) and racial 

models of Blackness upon Asian American identity and 

political formation (Wang 2006).

“Brown” at the turn of the 21st century is not simply 

an imposed identity; it also reflects the racial conscious-

ness of those who self- identify with the term. Various 

groups in the U.S. have taken to claiming “Brown pride” 

as a politicized expression of non- Whiteness, akin to 

Black pride. Post- 9/11, “Brown” (Sharma forthcoming) 

operates as a political and diasporic identity among 

people across the globe in response to the Wars on Ter-

ror and changing U.S.– Middle East relations. This ex-

pression of Brownness as a political concept and iden-

tity in the 21st century is evidenced in communities 

that have arisen through global social networks and in 

hip hop music that discusses surveillance and oppres-

sion that links Arabs, South Asians, North Africans, 

and Muslims— and those mistaken for them— in their 

homelands and across diasporas.

“Brown” is both part of and expands beyond Asian 

America. Referring to Latinos, Filipinos, South and 
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Southeast Asians, Arabs, “Muslim- looking” people, and 

others, its flux reminds us to question the seemingly 

fixed boundaries of all racial categories. Racial forma-

tion is an always incomplete process of contestation 

and negotiation, of hegemony and resistance, and of 

imposition and adoption. This category, crafted by ra-

cial scientists to impose (their) order upon the world has 

also been a self- selected identity. The identifications of 

people around the world as Brown— whether racially, 

politically, or religiously— demonstrate that Brown will 

“stick around” as an expansive and global category in-

fused with power relations.

5
Citizenship
Helen Heran Jun

“Citizenship” has been a key foundational term within 

modern liberal definitions of rights since the 18th 

century. In the most basic sense, citizenship is a legal 

status accorded to subjects of a nation that confers 

to its members a host of rights, protections, and 

obligations. Citizenship is the institution through 

which states may grant or deny such rights and duties 

to the inhabitants of a national territory, and thereby 

positions the state as the ultimate arbiter and guarantor 

of equality and justice. With the rise of the nation- 

state form, citizenship became a necessity for realizing 

what had been imagined as inalienable human rights, 

insofar as these rights could be practically claimed and 

administered only if recognized by a nation- state entity 

(Arendt 1968).

At the very heart of the modern idea of citizenship 

is a universality that is both its emancipatory promise 

and limit. For example, all subjects who have secured 

U.S. citizenship status, regardless of the specific particu-

lars of their economic standing, gender, race, religion, 

national origin, etc., have equal standing before the law 

and are formally equivalent to one another. Hence, all 

U.S. citizens can participate in electoral politics, operat-

ing as if they were equivalent to one another. Critiques 

of citizenship maintain that this universalism is a false 

abstraction since citizens participate in an imaginary 

political sphere of equality and formal equivalence, 

while their material lives are in fact constituted by 

substantive inequalities that define the economic and 
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